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When | first heard there was a "residency in Miyako," | imagined myself enjoying a creative
vacation by a tropical sea, eating mangoes. But | soon realized | was thinking of Miyako

Island in Okinawa. The Miyako in question was Miyako City, located in Iwate Prefecture.

For the 2nd term of the Japan-China Contemporary Performance Exchange (hereafter
referred to as "the exchange"), we were looking for a place where we could live and create
together. We found a partner in Sanriku AIR, run by the Miyako City Cultural Center. More
precisely, two members—Yamamoto Takutaku and Sakamoto Momo—were selected for the

AIR, and the rest of us somehow tagged along.

Since March 2025, after our stay in Bangkok, we had been meeting monthly online to
discuss what we might do in Japan. The biggest change from last year was our focus:
whereas last year we hosted a combination of lectures and workshops, this time we decided

to challenge ourselves to create a piece. Originally, we hadn’t gathered with the goal of



making a performance. With different nationalities, cultures, and preferences, could we really
collaborate to make even a short ten-minute piece? And if so, what would that process look
like? Rather than a "residency = staying to create a work," it felt more accurate to say we
were using the process of creating a work as a lens through which to conduct the exchange.

But could that kind of framing still count as "exchange"?
Before diving into the main text, let me introduce the participants.

First, the initiator of the exchange: Wang Mengfan, a dance-theatre director based between
Beijing and Kyoto. Zhang Yuan, a Shanghai-based curator. Yamamoto Takutaku, a
playwright from Hancha Ydaei. Myself, the director of Kamome Machine. Returning from last
year are those four, and this year we were joined by Anna—a dancer, choreographer, and
researcher based in California—and Sakamoto Momo, producer for both Hanchi Yaei and
RORO. That made six of us in total.

Miyako

On July 17, | waited anxiously at Tokyo Station to see if Zhang Yuan and Anna, arriving at
Narita, would meet up successfully with Mengfan, who was taking the Shinkansen from
Kyoto (they did!). From there, we took the Tohoku Shinkansen north, switched to a bus in
Morioka, and headed to Miyako. | wanted to nap after a sleepless night, but Anna and Zhang
were both talkative. Anna, a PhD student at a university in California, spoke about how she
started dancing, recommended films, and shared her thoughts on Nanjing; Zhang talked

about the World Theater Festival he’s curating next year.

Arriving in Miyako, | noticed the smell of the mountains. We stopped by a nearby Co-op for

groceries and had dinner. Everyone went to bed early, worn out from the travel.

The next day, our research began with two activities: participating in a disaster-prevention
tour and hiking part of the Michinoku Coastal Trail. These are mandatory activities set by the

AIR program—presumably to help artists understand the region.

To be honest, | had felt reluctant, thinking, "I'd rather spend this time rehearsing..." since we
had so little time for creation in Miyako. But in the end, sharing this experience as a team

proved valuable not just for this creation, but for our future collaborations.

The disaster-prevention tour took us to the Taro District in northern Miyako. First, we visited
the seawall. Even before the 2011 earthquake and tsunami, Taro had suffered repeated

tsunami damage. At the time of the 2011 disaster, there was already a 5-meter-high seawall



in place. But the 15-meter wave easily overtopped it, resulting in 141 deaths and 41 missing
persons. Looking down from the new baseball field built atop the ruins, we imagined the

town that once was.

Next, we visited the ruins of the Taro Tourist Hotel. There, we watched footage of the
tsunami taken by the hotel manager, who had evacuated to the top floor. In the video—shot
from where we stood—a dark wave flows into the peaceful bay and swallows the town in just

ten seconds. But now, in front of us, the sea is tranquil.

We didn’t ask many probing questions, but our guide was herself a survivor who had lost
family and still owed a mortgage on a home built just five years earlier. She gave practical
advice, like parking your car in reverse so it's easier to flee, or lining up shoes neatly at the

entrance for a quicker escape. These comments carried a unique, heavy resonance.

In the afternoon, we walked the Michinoku Trail—a scenic coastal trail. At our request, the
Sanriku AIR staff helped us focus on "water" during the walk. We visited places like springs
dubbed "Water of Life," which people used during post-quake water shortages, and coastal
beauty spots like Tako-no-Hama and Jodogahama. Walking paths carved into cliffside terrain
offered both physical overwhelm and a curious comfort. | found the drops of water seeping

from rock cracks strikingly beautiful.

On Days 2 and 3, we held rehearsals. Without a script, we built individual workshops based
on water as a motif and the previous day's experiences. Each of us brought pre-prepared

water-related exercises.

Mengfan led a drawing activity: pick a "space" that left an impression (abstract or concrete)
and draw it. Participants sketched things like tunnels, the baseball field, and Jodogahama
paths. Then, they focused on a single part of that drawing and made a second one. | first
drew a rocky, enclosed landscape that gave me a sense of security—but realized it was tied
not to life but to death. The winding path in the second drawing evoked a journey to the

afterlife, and | reflected on the term "Jodo" (pure land).

Among others’ drawings, Anna’s stood out. She depicted a state of "together but not
together," with dark elements alongside water. This darkness felt both personal and

collective. Mengfan and Takutaku also drew darkness; | had drawn death.

Anna’s workshop involved recreating the "voices of water" through body and materials—like
the sound of spring water or bays. Takutaku led a "linked performance" exercise: each

participant adds a gesture, continuing from the last. Starting with his line, "This is the



baseball field," Mengfan, myself, and Anna added gestures in turn. This later developed into

the performance we would share.

Finally, | led an exercise on the taste of water. Water, | believe, is more image than
substance—a vessel of imagination (which is why cults use phrases like "pure water" or
"delicious water"). We began by comparing bottled waters and then invented rituals to make
water taste better. lIronically, the more we tried, the more undrinkable it became. A

failure—but a meaningful one.

Meanwhile, on Day 3, we observed Kuromori Kagura, a folk ritual recognized as an
Important Intangible Folk Cultural Property. It uniquely features both mountain and sea
deities on the same stage, and tours the Sanriku coast during New Year. The dance at
Kuromori Shrine’s hall was bucolic and charming, enhanced by the dense, towering trees

around it.

That evening, someone suggested we "share the darkness." After dinner, we turned off the
lights and sat in silence for 20 minutes. It wasn’t pitch black, but just dark enough to vaguely
see each other. In that shared darkness, something important seemed to pass between us.
Mengfan said, "l| don’t usually feel this way, but | wanted to know what everyone was

thinking."

We stayed in that soft gloom, not even turning the lights back on. When we opened the
curtain, there were stars. A bit dramatic, perhaps, but it felt like we were looking at the world

together. For an hour or two, under starlight and candlelight, we sat quietly.

Our presentation in Miyako happened after Takutaku’s workshop. A few participants stayed
to hear us share our research. Since we hadn'’t yet shaped the work into a finished piece, |
gave a brief summary of our exchange so far and shared our Miyako research. Mengfan
conducted her drawing workshop on "spaces related to water" with the audience. Perhaps
because this kind of workshop is rare, participants seemed to enjoy it—but what especially

delighted us was that M-san, who had led our trail walk, participated too.
Miyako — Tokyo

Our final day in Miyako was technically a free day, but after lunch (which included sea
urchin), we decided to work on the performance at the residence. Sharing our ideas and
perceptions through workshops is meaningful, but transforming them into abstracted

performance was a distinct challenge—and we wanted to give it a try.



We discussed and structured the performance based on the workshops we had done so far.
One vivid point of reference was the workshop on shared darkness. We started the piece in
darkness, attempting to reproduce water sounds as in Anna’s earlier exercise. But somehow,
it didn’t quite work. Initially, we thought we’d make this part one and follow it with a second
section derived from Takutaku’s workshop. In the end, we decided to base everything around

Takutaku’s approach. Thus, our time in Miyako came to a close.

Heading south to Tokyo, we left the mountain-ringed landscape of Miyako and entered the
vast Kanto plains. Even after only a week, our bodily senses felt out of sync. At Morishita

Studio, we rehearsed and held both workshops and a report session.

As mentioned earlier, in the first exchange, Hagiwara, Takutaku, and Mengfan each led

workshops. This time, due to scheduling, | didn’t run one—instead, Anna led a new session.

Mengfan’s workshop revisited methods we used in February’s collaborative work,
"Feverishly Rejected Journey." Participants revisited the bedroom of a childhood home
through imagination, then created a drawing based on that vision. In mine, oddly, there was

a dresser that shouldn’t have been there—a very strange sensation.

Anna’s session involved exploring tactile memory and translating it into movement. Takutaku
again facilitated his linked-theater format. His exercise directly generated performance
material, while Mengfan and Anna’s focused more on self-inquiry. The contrast was
interesting: not just in format, but also in how they guided the sessions. We held two

workshops, with about ten participants in total.

We also held a report session. Since this was our first time holding one in Japan, | began by
introducing the entire exchange’s background—not just last year’s work and this Sanriku AIR
residency, but also the thought processes we’ve developed around terms like "Asia" and
"exchange." At Zhang Yuan’s urging to be "provocative," | offered a personal view: that the
very word "exchange" might act as a form of resistance to the dominant relational

frameworks in contemporary performing arts.

Then came the performance, drawing from our experience in Miyako. It began with Takutaku
saying, "This used to be a baseball field." Mengfan poured water into a glass. | added
watercolor pigment to turn it into a "sea." Anna then said, "It's not safe," removed the glass
from the stage, and tore paper into a circle... The sequence unfolded as a layering of each

performer’s imagery, shaped and provoked by each other’s actions. It lasted only about



seven minutes and didn’t stand alone as a full piece, but its unpolished, unabstracted form

was perhaps an expression of our collective attitude.

Next, Zhang Yuan gave a lecture on the history of China’s independent theater. He built on
the generational framework introduced last year: first generation (Living Dance, Paper Tiger),
second generation (Little Wang He), and third generation (Mengfan). This time, he
contextualized it for a Japanese audience, explaining nuances of "system" in China and
reflecting on his own 20-year career. It was striking that despite geographic proximity, we
knew so little about this history—and even more so that these artists, like us, strive to create

compelling work, but under vastly different constraints.

His lecture was dense and ran over by about 20 minutes. We followed with a Q&A, including
a question like "How would independent theater artists respond in a crisis?" But most
questions felt general. To go deeper, we really needed at least 30 minutes. Without that, it

hardly qualifies as "exchange."

Despite some reflections and areas for improvement, | think we shared our work

meaningfully.

Tokyo — Kyoto

The next day we traveled to Kyoto. Mengfan now lives near Daitoku-ji with her partner
Harada-san, who treated us to homemade tempura soba before we headed to the venue,

KAIKA. In Kyoto, we only held a report session, no workshops.

Both my explanation and Zhang’s lecture were tighter than in Tokyo, and | think the audience
stayed engaged. During our final rehearsal, | panicked, thinking the performance felt
scattered and flat, but the real show in Kyoto was more cohesive. Huang Mu from precog
(who runs IN-TRANSIT, which includes our exchange) commented, "l felt like | could see the

time you all spent together." Other audience feedback was similarly positive.

In the discussion, learning from Tokyo, we sat close to the audience. Mengfan began by
asking: "What motivated you to attend?" Responses varied: curiosity about "intermingling,"
discomfort with the label "Asian," and more. While Tokyo felt like a Q&A session, Kyoto felt

more like a shared conversation.

At the end, Zhang Yuan invited criticism, but there wasn’t enough time to receive any.



So, in place of the audience, I'd like to offer a critical reflection.

At this event, |, Zhang Yuan, and Takutaku used language of a different character from the
other three. (This isn’'t a gender binary claim—I don’t care for those.) | wasn’t only conveying
what we’d done, but also positioning it within current performing arts discourse—speaking of
"Asia" and "exchange" based on our accumulated thinking. Zhang’s talk placed independent
theater within a broader historical perspective. Takutaku’s phrase, "This used to be a

baseball field," also located the performance within a spatial history.

These were all, in a sense, inscribing statements—language that places marks, and carries

a trace of violence.

Inscribing language is useful for communicating clearly. But that clarity might shut down
other possibilities. As language of transmission, it's effective. But is it the right language to

generate exchange?

How might our language behave—what attitude might it take—to allow words themselves to

activate exchange?

On our final day, we all visited Harada-san’s atelier. He also joined our last exchange and

has become essential to the project.

His space, named Shifukudd, had a welcoming atmosphere. All of his sculptures are
touchable. As we handled them, he explained each one. Somehow, it felt like we understood

them better through our hands than our eyes.

He rarely uses purchased wood—only wood he finds, inspired. Whenever he speaks about a
piece, he starts by describing how he encountered the wood. To him, wood isn’t just a

material.

Maybe that’s why his sculptures don’t feel forced. Many preserve the wood’s natural shape.
They seem to remain themselves. Of course, he carves them with chisels, but somehow, his
work makes the wood even more itself. Perhaps he’s simply helping it become what it was

meant to be.

Maybe that attitude—the way he carves—is a model for exchange. And maybe, in that

posture, we can also find a way to shape our language going forward.
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